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ABSTRACT 



Ten third-grade Puerto Rican children in New York 
City, representative of students with reading difficulties from 
low-income families, were taught emotionally charged or neutral 
words. Twenty words, 10 emotionally charged and 10 neutral, were 
taught to the subjects on 4 successive days. Pretesting on 
printed-word recognition was conducted before inetruction. Five days 
after the last teaching session, the subjects were post-tested for 
printed-word recognition and recall. Results indicated that despite 
the fact that the emotionally-charged word performance at the outset 
of the study was significantly lower than the neutral word 
performance, the subjects made significantly greater gains in 
emotion ally- charged words over gains for neutral words, and the final 
performance level for printed-word recognition for both groups of 
words was identical- The post- test also showed that a significantly 
greater number of emotionally— charged words was recalled when 
ccxnpared to the number of neutral words recalled. The author 
concluded that the content of reading materials and the methods for 
teaching them should be revised so that reading deals with events, 
ideas, and feelings which are emotionally significant to the chi Id- 
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;,‘u UMENT HAS BEEN REPRODUCED EC'CVV fJ R ' T.IVED FBOM THB 
OR ORGANIZATION ORIGlNATI''G II, I'O N.O Jf vLvV OR OPINIONS' 
10 NOT NECESSARILY REPRESENT OFFICIAL OFFICE OF EDUCATIONS 
LQsmON OR POLICY, ' 



Recall aaid Pi'lnted-Word Heeognltlan *f 
Recently-Taught Emotionally Char*eed Words 
as Compared to nocently-T aught Neutral Words 



This etudy la an experlmontal test of the hypothesla •L^at 
"emotionally ehargad" words will result In greater learning as 
measurad by testa of "recall" and "printed-word recognition" than 
words that are Judged to be emotionally "neutral*’* 



Ten third-grade subjacta were pro-tested on "prlntod-word 
recognition" of ten words Judged by two Clinical Psychologists to 
bo "omotlenally charged" and almilwly pro-tsated on ten words 
Judged to be emotionallr "neutral". After equal exposure to both 
’neutral" and "amotleaally chargod" words on four successive 
teaching days, subjects were post-tested for "recall" and "prlntod- 
word recagnitlen" five days after the last teaching session. 



The results strongly indicate for both the "roeall" and 
"printed-word recognition" that there Is a significantly greater 
retention of the "emotionally charged" words over the "noutral" 
words. Despite the fact that a significantly greater number of 
"neutral’’ words was recognized In print at the outset of the 
study, the final performaaeo level for "prlnted-word recegiiltloa" 
for both the "emotionally charged" and "neutral" words Is 
identical. 



The major implication of the results obtained in this 
study is that the content of reading materials and the methods 
teaching them must be revised so that reading deals with 
events. Ideas, ud foollnga which are emotionally significant 
to the child. A personally relevant reading program will net 
only facilitate the task of learning to read, but will capture 
oxplore the feelings and emotions of each ehild.as well* 
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The resesia'cher's obecrvatlons ae a reading teacher Indicate 
that effleieney of learning is Influenced by the feelings or emotions 
of the learner toward the subject matter, Materlala desuLlng with 
events. Ideas or feelings which are personally significant and meaning- 
ful are more easily learned wid retained than those which are meaningless 
and do not appeal to the student's own background of experiences. Based 
on this observation, a study was designed to experitnentally test the 
hypothesis that "eiaotlonally charged" words will result in greater 
learning as measured by tests of "recall" and "printed word recognition" 
th€ua words that are Judged to be emotionally "neutral". 

One of the beginning reader's first learning tasks Is to memorise 
and recogni^ on sight a prescribed nuadber of voc^ulary mrds chosen 
'on.tha basis ';,pf thair hl^h frequency of oeeurrenee In fncltte^ s\ 



spokan usiigO>'.ia primary, inatruetlonal materials# However, despite 






their frequency of occuz^ence and spokeii familiarity, these words 
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have been cSiaracterized by many educators as being the most difficult 
to racognlza In print In that they are abstract in meanings do not 
have significant conf Iguratlonal clues, are not personally relevant, 
and camnot be deeiphared phonetically# CMldren who are successful 
iu learning to read, master these words tlurough structured, drill- 
oriented methods# However, for the child does not le^n to read 
at the rate eonaidered appropriate for his grade level, these difficult 
and abs ract neutral words are still taught and expected co be 
recognised on sight since they «•© usually eonaidered to be the 
foundation upon which success In reading is built. 

If, instead of the traditional neutral words, "emotionally charged" 
words were taught, that la, words dealing directly with the student^s 
feelings and personal e:q?erlences, learning might be more rapid for 
the student with reading difficulties# Especially for this student, 
it might be practical to teach a beginni]^ vocabulary of words with 
strong personal and emotional appeal rather than the neutral words, 
even though the latter are traditionally considered essential, to the 
beginning reader *s success# 

This issue has been discussed in the readinf literaturea, Crow and 
Crow <1965) and Michalson <1969) found that reading materials of high 
maanlngfulness were usually learned and retained more easily and for a 
longer period of time than meaningless materials# Dukes and Bastian <1966) 
also studied meaning fulness In concrete and ^straet M^rds and found 
that concrete words were recalled slightly better than detract words 
and that less frequently used words were recalled better than more 
frequently used words# The aiithora Interpreted their findings in 
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of tho lo. froquonoy ob.tv.ot «,rds oolns »oro "anotlonoiay 
loodod" or "poroonally relevant" than the high fretrtency td.etraot «rda. 
Aahto«-»arner <19.01 dlacuesed the elgnlflrance of nalng poraonally 
relevant aaterlnl. eope"lally with the haohvard reader. The »tthor 
Pbeerved that the reader selertjvely ohoee «rde vlth epeolal n.anlne 
and eaotlonal rontent for hlaself and rej.rted thoae vhleh held little 
algnlflcance to hlo. Meanlnglees. Imper.onal vorde such as "up". "do«.", 
and "cot»" vere us,«lly rejected. Ashton-Warner noted that even though 
certain vords can he learned hy the average reader, this doe. not prove 
that these eords should he Included in every chlld-s heglnnlng reading 

vocabulary* 

procedure 

The objects for this study are ten third-grade children of 
puerto-Rican extraction Iron a parochial elenentary school in a 
lov-lncome area in Brooklyn, Ne» York. All eere born in Ne» York City, 
speak English as a first language, and except one child who attended 
first grade In a public school, all have attended this parochial school 
from the first grsde. They range In age from 7.10 to 9.6 years. Six 
boys and four girl, make up the sample with reading levels r««lng 
from pre-prlmer to 1.1 as measured by an Informal Textbook Test. It 
is assumed that the sample la representative of student, vdth reeling 
difficulties from the lo^lncome ethnic group from which they amre 
chosen. However, because of the uniformity of the sample, the 
researcher acknowledges that the results may not be applicable to 

tlie general popxilation* 

Twenty words, ten -emotionally chargod" and ten "neutral-, were 
taught to the subjects with five new wor^s. randomly selected from the 
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total twontyi, in'tt’oducod on ^Bch of fovir aui'ccsslv® teaching days* 
BoforG each tsachiiig ' 3 c«^;ioJj, tJie subjects weru individually tested 
for prior recognition of the words In print. Five days aJter tha last 
teaching session, each subject was individually tested for ''recall” of 
any of the words taught. They were aiinply asked If they could remember 
any of the words. Following this, tlio original flashcards were shown 
and subjects were instructed to read all the sftirds they could. The 
possibility of a teaching bias for the '•emotionally charged” words 
was taken into consideration before the teaching was undertaken and 
every effort was made to minimize such a bias. The resaarcher took 
all precautions to keep her voice, emotional tone and instructions the 
same throughout the teaching period, 

TechniQues of Word Selecjtijan 

A list of twenty-seven toatched pairs of "neutral" and "emotionally 
charged" words was compiled by the researcher. Initial selection for 
neutral and emotional charge was made on the basis of the researcher's 
own observations of responses by third-grade children to similar words. 
Each pair was matched for initial iJ.phabetle structure, word length, 
syllable structure and word frequency as defined by the Thorndlke- 
Lorge word count for written English and the Rowes count for spoken 
Fngllsh, From the twenty-seven matched pairs, a list of fifty-four 
randomly plaeed words vmm compiled. Two psychologists independently 
rated each word according to one of the following categories s 

0 = neutral 

1 = slightly emotionally charged 
a s emotionally charged 
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WORD LIST 



iUTINGS FOR Ff.^O^l0^{ALlTV BY TWO PSYCHOLOGIS'I’S 



WORD 

heavs’ ^ 

* dead 3 2 

escape ^ 

bie 1 

move ® 



p VfORD 

X know 

2 ^ drop 

2 1 

0 enemy 

X ^ cry 3 



^2 

O 0 

0 1 

2 S 

2 2 

2 2 



love 
^ have 
happy 
find 
enough 



2 

0 

D 

0 

0 



3. 

0 

2 

1 

0 



same ^ 

* both 0 

line 3 

^ kiss 3 2 

every O 



0 

0 

0 

2 

0 



^ hurt 3 
mean 
about 
month 
shot 



2 

2 

0 

0 



2 

2 

0 

0 



sick 1 

marry 1 

dark 2 

* can ^ 

^ liate 3 2 



2 

0 

2 

O 

2 



what 

* keep 
let 

^ fight 3 

* blood 3 



O 

0 

0 

2 

2 



0 

1 
0 
2 
2 



play 

alone 

^ kill 3 
show 
bad 



2 

2 

2 

1 

1 



0 

1 

3 

0 

2 



might 
^ first 
♦ short 
done 
poor 

body 

fear 



0 

1 

1 

0 

2 



0 

0 

1 

0 

2 



^ burn 3 2 

steal 3 2 

* hold 1 

wife 0 

money 1 



2 

2 

0 

1 

1 



1 

o 



2 back 

2 * bring 



0 1 
0 1 



0 “ neutral 

1 - slightly emotionally charged 

2 ^ emotionally charged 

3 - most highly Bmottonally charged 

* s selected for final list of twenty 

einotioimlly charged, and neutral word 
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The nunsber of words to be rated according to each category was not 
specified by the researcher* Following this initial rating, each 
psychologist was Inatructed to choose thirteen words from the total 
list which he felt to be the most highly **erootionally charged** and 
rate each word ”3*** From the thirteen words, ten were chosen by both 
psychologists as the most highly *’ emotionally charged”* These words 
make up the emotionally charged list used In the study* Ten matching 
wr^rds which received the lowest ratings CO or 1) were selected from the 
remaining list and make up the ”nsutral” word Hat for the study* 

In an attempt to determine how children of the same age as were 
taught In the study would rate the final twenty words for emotionality* 
two third-graders were asked their feelings about the words* However* 
their answers were of little value since they were not able to verbalise 
any significant differences among the words on the list* Two fifth- 
grade children were also asked to rate each word according to the feeling 
It gave him, that is* good* bad* or neither good nor bad* Their ratings 
correspond very closely to those given by the two psyehologiats and give 
further supporting evidence that certain words are generally racognisged 
an having emotional connotations. 

Definitions 

For the purposes of the study* certain key words and phrasaa will 
be defined as follows i 

neutral v^rds - having little or no emotional significance, 
emotionally charged words - Involving one*s feelings or emotions and 



dealing specifically with anger* love* fear* sex* and/or aggression* 
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re» c© lit ly- taught, word 3 “ taught 150 l©sa than f Iva days and no more 
tSian eight days before toellng occurs# 
reea3.1 - ability to reraoinber and name recently-taught mrda of the ©tudy# 
printed word recognition ^ ability to read frOTi flashcards recent ly- 
taught words of the study# 

personally relevant reading materials - dealing with ideas# events# 
and situations which are ami liar to th© student *s own 
experiences and emotions# 

student with reading difficulties scoring two or more years below 

his grade level norms &jb measiixed by an Informal Textbook Test# 
reading success - student *s reading scores corraspondlng to the 

national norms appropriate to his grad© level as measured 
by the Ffetropolltan Achievement Test, 
sight vocabulary - phonetically Irregular words occurring frequently 
in priEoary materials which muat be memori^d and 

identified rapidly in print# 

gain tjcore - obtained by subtract Ing from the post score for 

either *-emotionally charged” or ”neutral” words the original 
corresponding pre-score# 

RESUm^S 

The results are organised in two parts; first# the results 
relating to the two major hypotheses# and second# aiucillary results 
that are relevant to the Intei^pr station of the major results# 

The firiit m^jor hypothesis is that the average ”gain score” 
found by obtaining the difference between and post* “printed* 

wos d recognition” scores will be greater for “emotionally charged” 
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words than for **nsutral'* words. Th© obtained resitlts give an average 
^emotionally cbarged” word gairi of 6.1 words compared to an average 
••neutral” word gain of 3,5, This Is an average difference of 2.6 words. 
Using the dependent or corralatod scores t-test for an alpim ©r 
significance lavel of .05* two-^tailed test, tli 0 obtained t “ 5*77 
at 0 d.f. The probability of obtaining this result due to chance 
alone is leas than .001. These results are sujnmea^i^ed In Table I below. 

TABLE I 

SUMKIARY t-test DATAi 

AVERAGE ••EMDmONALLY CHARGED’* WORD GAIN ON TITO PRE- 
POST ••PRINTED-WORD RECQONITION” BTOASURES COMPARED 
TO THE CORRESPO^PII^ ••NEOTRAL" WORD GAIN 



Mean ”eaotlonally charged” word gain 
Mean ”n©utral** word gain 
Average difference 

for difference scores 
S for difference scores 

standard error of difference scores 



6.1 

3,5 

2*6 

1.S4 

1,35 

*45 

t ^ 5.77** p^.OOl 



^Critical value of t- for a .05* two-tailed test at 9 d.f, 2.26 

The results in Table I Indicate that there are statistically 
significant gains in ”emotionally charged” ”printed^word recognition” 
scores over those gains obtained for ” neutral” ”print©d-word 
recognition” measures. 

Tl^ second major hypothesis is that the recall at past-^test 
for ”emotionally charged” words will be slgnlficfimtly greater than 
the post-test recall for ”neutral” words. The average number of 
••emotionally charged” words reealled is 5.7 compared to an average 
nuuftier of neutral words recalled of 3.5, Using a two-talled 
dependent t“-t©st with a .05 signlf Iciuie© level* t ^ 7,00 at 
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9 p^.OOl, These results are auimiarlaecl in Table II below# 

tabu: II 

SUMJittRY t-test DATA: 

THE AVERAGE NUIBER OP ‘’EMOTIONALLY CHARGED” AM3 
"iffiOTRAL” WORDS RECALUD AT POST -TEST 



Mean **motlonally charged** words recalled 5#7 

Mean ‘’neutral” words recalled 3,5 

Average difference 2,2 

for difference scores 2,25 

S for difference scores 1,50 

Sg* standard error of difference scores ,50 



t = 7,00*, p<,00l 

*Critieal value of t- for a , 05 , two-tailed test at 9 d,f, ”2,26 

The results in Table II indicate that there is a statistically 
significant greater number of “emotionally charged” words recalled 
compared to the nus^er of “neutral” words recalled at post -test. 

An auxiliary assumption in the ej^erimantal design is that 
subjects will leurn both "emotioMdLly charged" «id “neutral” words 
as a result of the teaching. This assumption is validated by the 
statistically significant mean Increase for "emotionally digged" 
words trem a pre-teaching average of 1,5 to a post-teaching average 
of 7,6 (t - 10,33 at 9 d,f., p^,001, dependent t-test, alpha - .05, 
two-tailed) • 

The "neutral" "printed-word recognition" average rises from 
a pre-teaching level of 4,1 to a post teaching level of 7,6 
<t =^10,29 at 9 d,f,, p<.00l, dependent t-test, alpha - ,06, 
two-tailed). Both these results Indicate a significant gain in 
learning for “emotionally charged" and "neutral" words. 
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Tile finni auxiliary result ahows that the subjects startod the 
experiment with a lower level of performance on the pro- *h?motionally 
charf^od'* •*printod'-word rncognil ion” scores {Mean = 1,5) than on th© 
pre- •■rioutral” ”printed« word rocognitlon” scores (Mean - 4,1), The 
probf^ility of this difference is less than ,001 (dependent t - 6.05, 
p ^ .001, two-tailed test, alpha ^ ,05). These results indicate that 
the ••emotionally charged” word parformanee at the outset of the stxidy 
is significantly lower than the ••neutral” word performance. The 
importance of this difference will ba elaborated upon In the 
discussion section, 

DISCUSSION 

The major results of tests for both ••recall” and ••printed- 
word rcr ognit ion” clearly nupport the hypothesis that learning is 
more potent for ”emotionally charged’* words than for ••neutral” 
v^ords, iiov/evor, qual i Ti cal ions are important to the interpretation 
of thesis resiiltB, 

One such qualif icat ion is that the means of the pre”test scores 
across all subjects for ••prlnted-word rocognition” indicate leas 
exposure to ”emotionally charged*’ words (Mean ^ 1,5) than to 
••neutral” words (Maan - 4.1). That is, a signif Icantly greater 
number of "neutral’* words was recognlTOd In print at the outsat 
of the study than was *’emotionally charged” words. In spite of 
this, there is greater learning for ^emotionally charged” words 
as compared to words judged to be emot lonely ’’neutral”. Also, 
statistically significant lower ”emotionally charged** word 
performance at the outset of the study indicates there la more 
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room for gains than for tb 0 **neutral** words, Hovyevor, the* final 
performance level for both "eraotionally charged*' words and 
"neutral" words Is Identical. (Mean •“ ?eo>, and on neither type 
of word do the subjects approach the maxlmani possible performance 
level of a Mean of 10, Therefore, it is the researcher’s opinion 
tlsat neither the "emot lonall 5 f eijargod" nor "ueuiri:!" woi'd per- 
formance level have been IJiaited since the m<'ixlmura perforraance 
Mean of 10 was not closely approached. The strong evidence in 
support of the major hypothesis, therefore, remains valid, 

A second item worthy of note la tliat the responses of several 
subjects when post-tested for "prlnted-word recognition” were 
similar to the original words In content but still had to be 
scored as errors of recognition, Esampla-s of thir* type of 
error are responses such as "fire" for "burn" aiid "kill" for 
"dead". Subjects seemed to incorporate the meaning of the 
"emotionally charged" words more strongly than the spelling or 
sound of the words. In the case of "neutral" words, incorrect 
responses were typified by identifying "know** as "noV and 
"short" as "shot". Subjects seemed to focus on spelling and 
sound slmil£0‘ities rather than meaning similarities as was true 
of the "emotionally charged" words. Considering the apparent 
strength of the content association of the "emotionally 'harged" 
words, it is the researcher’s opinion that the aignlflcance of the 
major hypothesis may have been strengthened even further If the 
"emotionally charged" words taught had been derived from the subject's 
own personally relevant voeabulwy. Such words may be less easily 
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mistaken than thof?© chosen as ©metloimlly significant by the 
researcher* However^ the need for word control acci^pllsl^d through 
the selection procedures daaoribed earlier seeios to the researcher 
to outweigh the possibility of additional gains which might have 
been achieved through word seleetion by the subjects themselves* 
Another noteworthy factor which may support the major 
hypothesis is that the *’emotlonally charged** words occur eoa- 
aiderably less frequently in spoken English than do the **neutral** 
words, as measured by Howes* spoken word frequency count* Still, 
there was slgnlf Icantly better "recall” and **prlnted^word recognition” 
for the "emotionally charged” words* It is the researcher*e opinion 
that the strength of the content of the "emotlonaJLly charged” words 
results in greater learning than the strength of the frequency of 
the "neutral” words* Yet, the vocabulary which beginning readers 
are required to learn in the current curriculum is made up largely 
of high frequency "neutral*’ words which this study Indicates are 
the most difficult to learn* Thua, the major implication of tlie 
results obtained in tnis study is that the content of reading 
materials and the methods for teaching them must be revised so that 
reading deals with ©vents, ideas, and feelings which are personally 
relevant to the child* Should this be Impractical because of class 
aiige and/or teacher shortage, this study indicates that there Is % 
category of words which are generally judged to be emotionally 
significant and a:i*e generally more easily learned than emotionally 
"neutral” material* 

One of the problems of the current reading ciirrleulum niay be 




the ©motional irrelevance of the reaUlng materials. Asisuming this 
ie true, one of the major tasks of the reading teacher may be to 
revise the reading program to fit the child’s emotional investments 
particularly when he is first learning to read. This may Involve 
use of TBOrda and exploration of feelings traditionally considered 
t^oo for the classroom. An emotionless. Irrelevant vocabulary made 
up of words such as "have’% "can”, and "bring" does not appeal to a 
child's feelings. Rather than pile failure upon failure tlu'ough 
repeated exposure to "neutrad.” material, the child who is not reading 
at a rate consistent with his grade level should be encouraged to expose 
his feelings i*out himself, his expsrleneas and his envlronaant. 

Competition, rules and discipline combine to make the school 
atmosphere unsafe and anxiety-laden, particularly for the child who 
feels only failure and frustration there. It is the researcher's 
opinion that by avoiding the reality of this situation through 
the use of "safe" materials which ignore the emotions a child feels, 
the child is given further reason to believe hla failure is too 
horrible to mention and doesn't happen to other ehildren. Materials 
with emotionally relevant content would help legitiml^ the feelings 
of the child whose emotions have become such an integral part of 
the school situation that they may be blocking learning Itself, 

A eliange In the reading curriculvim such as this study supports 
may not be realiaed without additional research in the area of 
emotionality and its effect on learning. Possible research which 
may lend further support to the major hypothesis of this study 
could be conducted to see If on tests of "recall” and "printed-' 
word recognition", "emotionally charged" word retention would be 
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superior if a longer tlow period were allowed to elapse between 
1 hing and testing. That Is^ It would be interesting to see If 
test results would be similar If testing were conducted two. threes 
or even four weeks after teaching took place since length of time of 
retention is an important variola in meaningful learning. 

In addition^ a study could be carried out with average and/or 
superior readers to see If the obtained relationship between 
"racall" and "printed-word recognition" of "emotionally charged" 
words and "neutral" words holds true for these children as well 
as children with reading difficulties. Variations In tha study 
might involve th« use of "emotionally charged" stories, poems 
or plays rather than words. 
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